any text is constructed as a mosaic of quotations; any text is the absorption and transformation of another.
Julia Kristeva, Word, Dialogue and Novel (1969) 1 Jane Austen's lifetime (1775-1817) coincided with the first serious attempts by literary critics to produce a canon of the novel. In the year before Austen's birth, the House of Lords' decision in Donaldson v Beckett ended printers' functional copyright over texts, leading to the widespread reprinting of novels for the first time in English literary history. 2 Various publishers attempted to capitalize on the market for reprinted works with large collections of novels, and James Harrison's Novelist Magazine (begun 1780) and Anna Laetitia Barbauld's British Novelists (1810) were remarkable for their inclusion of women authors. By the 1820s, however, a narrower, masculinized canon -dominated by Daniel Defoe, Henry Fielding, and Samuel Richardson -was already emerging in the early nineteenth-century narrative of the novel's development. Collections like Walter Scott's Ballantyne's Novelist's Library created a canon of the eighteenth-century novel that excluded (most) women writers along with (most) novels from the later decades of the century. At the same time, the selectivity and conscious political and literary bias of reviews like the Edinburgh Review and the Quarterly Review reinforced the status of a very few novelists at the expense of the majority.
The consequences, in the nineteenth century and beyond, for the eighteenth-century canon of novels were grim. Yet it is important to recognize that this conception of the literary canon, with its bias toward male writers, was in its infancy in Austen's lifetime, and gaining traction only late in her career. She lived to witness only the beginnings of the revisionist attempts of the newly professionalized, male-dominated critical industry to erase the earlier efforts of women writers and commentators on the novel, an industry that seemed entrenched by the beginning of the Victorian period. What little evidence we have suggests that Austen was beginning to resent the appropriation of the novel by 'masculine' writers. Her response to the publication of Waverley has a touch of bitterness: 'Walter Scott has no business to write novels, especially good ones. -It is not fair. -He has Fame & Profit enough as a Poet, and should not be taking the bread out of other people's mouths.' 3 The evidence of Austen's own writing suggests that her personal literary canon treats men and women writers equally and flattens the traditional hierarchies of genre. Pursuing such textual evidence can allow Austen's readers to reconstruct this canon, and in doing so to guess at Austen's critical and creative processes.
The half-century of criticism following Ian Watt's The Rise of the Novel has led to the construction of a new canon of eighteenth-century novels, one that has particularly benefited, in the 1970s and after, from the work of feminist critics. 4 Considering the selections made by Barbauld in her British Novelists, however, this 'new' canon appears after all to be closer to a reconstruction of a canon already in existence at the beginning of the nineteenth century, and including not only the works of women authors, but also a wide range of stylistic and generic differences, all understood as inherently and coherently novels. These are the texts that critics such as Marilyn Butler, Claudia Johnson, Margaret Kirkham, and Jocelyn Harris have identified as forming the literary matrix within which Austen's works should be read.
As the novel grew in importance and cemented its legitimacy as a literary genre during the Romantic period, the production and criticism of novels was steadily appropriated by professional, male writers. As Terry Castle writes, in the major contributions made to novelistic criticism at the turn of the nineteenth century by French women of letters Genlis and Staël defended women's writing and predicted that female authors, and especially female critics, would play an increasingly prominent role in the literature of the future.
[…] [However,] for most of the nineteenth century, literary criticism remained a predominantly male-identified activity: […] the works of Behn, Montagu, Riccoboni, Inchbald, Barbauld, Genlis and even Staël herself (not to mention those of lesser figures) were consigned to oblivion. 5 The first critics and theorists of the novel were, of course, novelists themselves. In their dedications and prefaces, they advertised and
